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ABSTRACT

The idea of order in geometry is explored usiig the
experience of assignments given to undergraduates in a college
geometry course "From Space to Geometry." Discussed are the
definitior of geometry, and earth measurement using architerture,
art, and common experience. This discussion concludes with &
consideration of the question of whether geometry is "something out
there" or "something in us." (CW)
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THE IDEA OF ORDER AT GECMETRY CIASS
Thamas Rishel
For three years now I have been teaching a mathematics course of my
om design called Fram Space to Geometry, in which we try to investigate
the myriad ways in which haman beings use geametry in daily life. Since
the couree is designed for pecple who have "anly” an .ntuitive
understanding of what geametry might be, it is necessary for me to have
available a large list of writing projects which can be used to develop
gecmetric intuition. I will describe here only one unit, camprising about
three weeks of the syllabus, from the course as it has evolved over the

'ED325380°

three years. Before I describe this unit, however, I need, for reasons
you will understand shortly, to tell you briefly how the course begins.

We start the semester with my asking for a definition of the word
"gacmetry.” Usually we arrive at the working definition ;
vearth-measurement.® My first assigmment then has the students measure
the height of a tall {ower on campus. In the ensuing discussion, the
students find that they have used methods and ideas, such as simil-zr
triangles or the Pythagorean thecrem, that do not hold on the surface of
the Earth. So again I ask, "ihat is the definition of geametry?"

rf About three weeks into the semester I give an assignment:
f Go to a place you like. Sit there and describe it.

Conpare it to a place you don’t like.
Now look at the worGs you have used in describing your
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M7 next assigment in this unit may or may not surprise you,
depending on how you have interpreted the talk thus far.
I give the students a poem, “the Idea of Order at Key West" by
Wallace Stevens, the cne that begins "She sang beyond the genius of the
sea." The assigment asks the students to read the poem through twice. °
After the second reading, they are to underline any geametric words they

find, especially concentrating on the pemultimate stanza:

Ramon Fernandez, tell me, if you know,
Vhy,vhmthesjrgimaﬂed we
the town, tell why glassy lights,
lights in the fishing at anchor there,
the night descended, in air,
the night and portioned out the sea,
Fixing emblazoned zones and fiery poles,
Arranging, deepening, enchanting .
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We then draw a picture, based on the geametric words we have .
chosen, of where the "we" of the poem are during this stanza, and what it
is we are seeing; namely, the lights on the fishing boats reflecting in
the water are sending "emblazoned" latitude lines through that water ‘
toward us. We discuss how this picture locks very much like the one of
the Earth we drew so often when we were camparing Earth geametry to the
geametry that makes similer triangles and Pythagoras work. Then we
diséssvtxatthispichmemimthavetodowithﬂ\epoan'sfimlstanza:

Ch! Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon,

The maker’s rage to order words of the sea,
Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred,
And of ourselves and of our origins,

In ghostlier demarkations, keener sounds.

We discuss the word "oxder," and where that order may come from,
and who the "maker® might be in this stanza.

We discuss what all this might have to do with geametry, and

whether the "geometry" we talk about is "something out there" or




‘f"saﬁthixqinm."
" We compare our making a gemmetry which fits the Earth with the

narranging the night® of the "maker." ;
And finally, we ask where the "ghostlier demarkations" can be, and
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whether we can ever get to them.
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